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Now 25, Tania became the youngest 
person ever elected to the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Island Commission 
(ATSIC) three years ago. Tania’s 
forthright and open approach to 
the myriad problems faced by her 
people, including domestic violence, 
has focused the attention of opinion 
leaders, politicians and the public 
alike. Her honesty and passion have 
established her as a role model not 
only for indigenous youth, but for all 
young Australians.

“I’m proud to be an Aboriginal 
Australian and to have been recognised 
and acknowledged for the work I’m 
involved in,” said Tania, who lives and 
works in Cairns.

“As Young Australian of the Year I 
want to encourage all Australians to be 
part of making a difference and giving 
all people a fair go - indigenous people, 
people from all sorts of different 
backgrounds, people of all types, shapes 
and colours.

“I’ve travelled the world and we have 
this identity of giving everyone a fair 
go, but do we really give a fair go to all 
Australians?

“Individuals can make a difference 
- if non-indigenous and indigenous 

young people come together to learn 
about each others’ cultures, to learn 
the real history of this country and 
acknowledge it, this will hopefully 
improve the way we all interact.

“We need to come together and 
better develop ourselves as responsible 
individuals and enhance and strengthen 
a truly Australian national identity, 
celebrated by all Australians.”

About the award
Each year our nation celebrates 

the achievement and contribution 
of eminent Australians through the 
Australian of the Year Awards by 
profiling leading citizens who are role 
models for us all. They inspire us through 
their achievements and challenge us to 
make our own contribution to creating 
a better Australia.

There are four award categories:
•	 Australian of the Year
•	 Senior Australian of the Year (60 

years and over)
•	 Young Australian of the Year (16 to 

25 years)
•	 Australia’s Local Hero
There were more than 3,200 

nominations received from the public 
for the 2007 awards and nominations 
are already being accepted for 2008.

You can nominate an Australian who 
makes you proud.

[Source: www.australianoftheyear.gov.au]

More information
www.australianoftheyear.gov.au

Young 
Australian 
of the Year 

Queensland’s indigenous 
youth advocate, Tania 
Major, was named Young 
Australian of the Year 
2007 for her efforts in 
addressing the issues 
involved in the welfare 
of young indigenous 
people.
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Where There’s Smoke: Cannabis 
and Mental Health found 
evidence suggesting that 
regular cannabis use, 
particularly by those 
who begin using at a 
young age, increases the 
risk of mental illness.

“This Report is the 
definitive statement 
on mental health and 
cannabis”, the Hon Rob 
Knowles, Chair of the 
Mental Health Council 
of Australia and former 
Victorian Minister for 
Health, said. “Up until 
now, there has been a 
great deal of controversy about 
cannabis and mental health - with 
some saying it causes mental 
illness, while others saying it has 
no harmful effects. Where There’s 
Smoke brings all the evidence 
together and the research shows 
that people with a mental illness 
or predisposition to mental illness 
are at risk if they use this drug”, Mr 
Knowles said. 

The Council’s report found that:
•	 Cannabis use increases young 

people’s risk of mental illness, 
particularly those with a family 
history of psychosis

•	 Cannabis makes almost any 
mental illness worse

•	 Cannabis use is associated 
with other adverse outcomes 
such as poor education and 
employment outcomes. 

“Cannabis is the third most 
common drug of dependence 
in Austral ia. Nearly 700,000 
Australians develop dependence 

at some point in their lives. All drug 
use carries risks. Particularly for 
regular users, we must challenge 
the notion that cannabis is a 
safe drug or poses low risks. The 
evidence in this report blows 
that argument away, especially for 
young people”, Council CEO, John 
Mendoza, said. 

F o r m e r  F e d e r a l  P o l i c e 
Commissioner Mick Palmer, who 
launched the report said, “This 
report shows that we are not 
going to deal with this issue simply 
through a law and order response. 
The issue is clearly more complex 

than that. The demand for cannabis 
- which means it is freely available 
around the country - is driven by 
attitudes and beliefs about the 
substance. We have to tackle these 
as the first response.”

Professor David Castle, an expert 
in treatment for mental illness and 
drug dependence said, “We have 
little in the way of treatments 

for  the thousands 
of Austral ians with 
cannabis dependence. 
We must invest in 
re s e a rch  to  h ave 
effective treatments 
available to enable these 
people to return to 
productive and fulfilling 
lives.” 

The Mental Health 
Council of Australia 
is the independent, 
national representative 
body of the mental 
h e a l t h  s e c t o r  i n 
A u s t r a l i a . M H C A 

members include representatives 
of mental health service consumers, 
carers, special needs groups, clinical 
service providers, public and private 
mental health service providers and 
state/territory mental health peak 
bodies.

[Media release 13 December 2006]

More information
Where There’s Smoke: Cannabis 

and Mental Health 
Mental Health Council of 

Australia 
02 6285 3100 

www.mhca.org.au

Cannabis and 
mental health 

There is a significant and 
growing body of evidence 
on the relationship 
between mental illness 
and cannabis, according 
to a landmark report 
released by the Mental 
H e a l t h  C o u n c i l  o f 
Australia. 
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However, with a lack of public 
transport and activities for young 
people to do, the local young 
people of Berridale are working 
towards their own youth space. 
They would like a youth centre in 
the town where youth activities 
can take place. An inspiring local 
young person, Hayley Redhead, 
has been actively helping and 
motivating the young people to 
work towards their goal of getting 
a youth centre.

How did this project 
begin?

Hayley, a final year Community 
Education student at the Uni of 
Canberra, has a keen interest and 
passion for youth issues. This led 
her to develop a research project 
that aimed to find out what the 
social and leisure needs were of 
young people living in Berridale 
aged 12-16. 

Hayley ran a number of workshops 
to find out. To get the young people 
to come to the workshops Hayley 
had to do a lot of work ‘promoting’ 
the project. This involved being very 
‘creative’ and doing things such as 

catching the local high school bus 
and handing out flyers about the 
project with lollypops to school 
students. The local radio station 
also promoted the project and 
Hayley was interviewed which was 
broadcasted throughout the shire. 
Hayley would always bring up the 
project whenever possible in the 
local community and conversations 
would take place in a variety of 
settings such as the local pub, cafes 
and shops.

How did the 
workshops take 

place?
The young people gave feedback 

to Hayley regarding where they 
would like to meet to hold the 
workshops. They chose a room in 
the local hotel in Berridale. Parents 
and the wider community were 
updated on the progress of the 
workshops. Young people were 
encouraged to talk freely about 
any youth issues and ideas they 
had for the town of Berridale. 
To encourage open discussions 
among the young people around 20 
minutes was given to young people 
before the workshop to chat, eat 
and catch up with friends.

What was 
the outcome 

of the 
workshops?

Young people 
wanted a safe and 
youth friendly space to meet 
friends. A community information 
night was organised and held by 
the young people involved in the 
workshops. The aim was to inform 
the community about how the 
project was proceeding and that it 
was coming to an end and discuss 
ways in which the ideas and energy 
of the young people could be used 
in the future. The Mayor of the 
shire attended the evening and 
presented all young people with a 
certificate for participating in the 
workshops. 

The young people’s enthusiasm 
for getting their own space led 
them to approach Hayley to ask if 
they could continue to meet with 
her. The group currently meets with 
Hayley fortnightly on a Friday night 
6pm - 8pm.

What’s the aim of the 
Berridale youth group 

meeting?
The aim is to have a safe, youth 

friendly and comfortable place to 
meet friends and participate in fun 
activities. The group meets in the 
Merino room in the Berridale Inn.

The group is for young people 
aged 12-16 and around 10 to 25 
young people attend each fortnight. 
The parents come and pick the 

Berridale needs 
a youth centre

Isabel Seidel, YAPRap Feature Writer

The town of Berridale 
has a population of 800 
people. It’s located in 
the beautiful Snowy 
River Shire on the 
southern tablelands 
of NSW. Young people 
have opportunities to 
go skiing in the winter 
and bushwalking in the 
summer. 

(continued over page)
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a concern’.
“Given the significant number of 

young people in our community, if 
young people don’t participate in 
formal democratic processes, such 
as voting, the representativeness 
and effectiveness of our political 
system is reduced,” said the 
Commissioner for Children and 
Young People, Gillian Calvert.

Research also indicates that rather 
than being apathetic, young people 
are interested and knowledgeable 
about politics. 

Like many adults today, young 
people feel that the formal political 
institutions and politicians are not 
offering them enough influence 
over political decisions and trust 
in politicians is low, providing a 
further disincentive to vote such 
people in as representatives. 

Instead, according to the Australian 
Electoral Commission’s Youth 
Electoral Study Report 2: Youth, 
Political Engagement and Voting, 
young people are participating in 
other political activities such as 
campaigns, volunteer work and 
online blogging on issues that are 
of interest to them, including peace, 
the environment and Australia’s 
policies on asylum seekers and 
refugees.

For young people, the act of 
voting in itself is not the problem, 
rather the difference is motivation, 
an interest in the results, and the 
feeling that one person’s vote can 
make a difference. 

Young people have told the 
Commission that if they don’t 
believe their vote will make a 
difference, they are not interested 
in the result and are less likely to 
be motivated to vote. 

The Commission’s submission 
also highlights a lack of perceived 

relevance of elections to young 
people’s lives, with issues such as 
interest rates and economic policy, 
debated during election campaigns, 
failing to engage young people. 

In addit ion, the Austral ian 
Government’s Electoral and 
Referendum Amendment (Electoral 
Integrity and Other Measures) Bill 
2006 (“the Bill”) will provide a 
further barrier to young people 
enrolling to vote.  

“At a time when other comparable 
democracies such as Canada 
and New Zealand are seeking to 
increase the electoral participation 
of young people, this Bill is likely 
to have the opposite effect on the 
Australian democracy,” Ms Calvert 
said. 

“The Bill limits a crucial period for 
people to update their records and 
enrol, especially young people who 
are not in touch with mainstream 
media or political discussions, who 
are transient or have insufficient 
documents to verify their identity 
or who are voting for the first time 
and not aware of what they have to 
do to enrol to vote.”

T h e  C o m m i s s i o n ’ s 
submission makes a number of 
recommendations to encourage 
young people’s enrolment including 
extending enrolment t imes, 
introducing provisional enrolment 
arrangements at 17 years of age 
and increasing targeted education 
strategies to raise awareness 
and inform young people about 
their voting entitlements and to 
encourage them to enrol. 

“Young people will only truly 
be engaged in political systems 
i f governments consider the 
broader issues contributing to 
young people’s general lack of 
engagement with formal political 

and government processes,” said 
Ms Calvert.

“Programs that provide young 
people under 18 years with 
specific reasons to engage with 
governments and the political 
process are important to creating 
the desire amongst young people 
to want to enrol to vote.”

[Reproduced with permission from exchange, 
Spring 2006, www.kids.nsw.gov.au/exchange]

More information
NSW Commission for Children 

and Young People
02 9286 7276

kids@kids.nsw.gov.au

The NSW, Queensland 
and Tasmanian Children’s 
Commissions recently made 
a joint submission to the 
Australian Parliament’s Inquiry 
into Civics and Electoral 
Education. 

The submission points to 
young people’s perceived lack 
of interest in the political 
process as stemming from the 
marginalisation of young people 
by society. Not attempting 
to engage young people or 
providing opportunities for 
them to participate, particularly 
at the federal level, are also 
seen as contributing to their 
‘apathy’ rather than because of 
failings of civics and electoral 
education.

Submission recommendations 
included focusing on strategic 
directions rather than ‘process’, 
better learning from parents 
about politics, the value of 
mock elections and the need to 
demonstrate political relevance 
to young people. 
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time for young drivers to acquire 
better impulse control? 

•	 Should we establish passenger limits 
for teenagers with P1 licences to 
lessen distractions and enable better 
concentration while driving? 

•	 Should we (an even more draconian 
idea) create curfews for adolescent 

drivers, because of the special risks 
of late night/early morning accidents, 
especially after parties? 

There are no simple answers to 
these questions, but if our goal is the 
avoidance of unintended injury and 
premature death in young people, then 
neuroscience may be pointing the way 

to new ways of thinking about protective 
factors in this area. 

*Clinical Associate Professor David Bennett 
AO FRACP FSAM, is Senior Staff Specialist in 
Adolescent Medicine and Head, NSW Centre for the 
Advancement of Adolescent Health, The Children’s 
Hospital at Westmead.

This article first appeared in yRED newsletter 
Spring 2006.

•	 NSW Police responds to around 
120 000 domestic violence calls 
each year. 

•	 Police data shows that domestic 
violence related assaults represent 
about 35% of all assaults. 

•	 Between 1997 and 2004, reports 
of domestic violence have 
increased by more than 50%

•	 In 2004-05 domestic violence was 
an issue of concern in 32% of all 
child-at-risk reports. 

•	 Of the 72 reviewable child deaths 
that took place in NSW in 2004 
where the child was known to 
DoCS, 33 had been the subject of a 
risk of harm report where domestic 
violence was a reported issue.

•	 Compared to other women, 
Aboriginal women are six times 
more l ikely to experience 
domest ic v iolence related 
assault.

‘There is an urgent need to improve 
the support provided to frontline 
police responding to domestic 
violence in busy urban commands and 
poorly resourced rural areas’, said the 
Ombudsman, Bruce Barbour.

‘Police are the first point of assistance 
for many victims of domestic violence. 
For their safety and protection, it is 
crucial to get the police response right. 
There are some outstanding police 
officers and innovative programs 
making measurable differences. The 
challenge for NSW Police is to ensure 

good practice is implemented across 
the state so that all victims receive the 
protection and support they need’. 

Mr Barbour said the extent and 
severity of domestic violence and its 
consequences required a whole of 
community response. ‘ Police play a 
critical role in responding to domestic 
violence. The need to work effectively 
with other agencies is also central 
to an effective response. This report 
highlights the importance of stronger 
communication and cooperation 
between government and non-
government agencies.’ 

‘I believe there is considerable 
goodwill and momentum at present 
for improving the community’s 
response to domestic violence. 
My recommendations provide an 
opportunity to consolidate and 
continue the good work.’ 

More information
www.ombo.nsw.gov.au

More information
Some short and longer articles in plain English about this research. Use the easy links at www.yapa.org.au/youth/facts/

devrisk.php
•	This article is a bit outdated but provides a good summary in plain English: 
	 www.actforyouth.net/documents/may02factsheetadolbraindev.pdf
•	This targets parents but is a useful 1 page summary (108KB PDF): 
	 http://wwwstatic.kern.org/gems/schcom/EyeonPreventBrain.Dev.1.pdf (Note there is no dot in wwwstatic)
•	 TIME magazine article: “What Makes Teens Tick” May 10, 2004 
	 www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,994126,00.html
•	Written from the point of view of mental health workers (775KB PDF): 
	 http://youngminds.org.uk/sos/SOS_YM_AdolescentBrain.pdf 
•	 Spano, S (2003) “Adolescent brain development” Youth Studies Australia Vol 22 (1):36-38

Ombudsman reports 
on policing of 

domestic violence
The Ombudsman tabled 
a  specia l  repor t  in 
Parliament in December 
2 0 0 6  f o l l o w i n g  a 
c o m p re h e n s i ve  1 2 -
month review of domestic 
violence policing across 
NSW.  The report makes 
44 recommendations 
aimed at achieving better 
protection and support 
for victims of domestic 
violence. 
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When depression is thought of 
in this way, it is clear to see how 
government policy can impact on an 
individual’s wellbeing. For example, the 
view of the future will be impacted 
upon by perceptions of job security, 
employability and opportunities for 
education and training. A view of the 
world would be impacted upon by 
the availability of transport, housing 
affordability and the treatment of 
those in need. This is only one example, 
but it is clear to see the link between 

government policy and wellbeing. 
Following on from this, a measure of 
national wellbeing is both logical and 
tangible. 

One concept that is receiving global 
attention is called GNH, or Gross 
National Happiness. According to 
Wikipedia, the four pillars of GNH 
are:
•	 the promotion of equitable and 

sustainable socio-economic 
development, 

•	 preservation and promotion of 
cultural values, 

•	 conservation of the natural 
environment, and 

•	 e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  go o d 
governance. 

Can you imagine a newsreader 
reporting, “GNH has risen by 10 
points this quarter mainly due to the 
government’s effort in transport and 
housing?” The newsreader would 
only have to say GNH because it 
would be so enshrined in public 
language that everyone would know 
this acronym.

National Happiness is enjoying 
increasing attention around the 

world. Narrow-minded economic 
hardliners will laugh this off, but 
there are dissenters in their midst 
as the reality of life outside of the 
economic circle begins to bite. The 
best demonstration of this is from 
a recent book called Happiness: 
Lessons from a New Science, from 
Lord Richard Layard, a Professor of 
Economics at the London School 
of Economics. In essence, the 
book discusses the notion that as 
Western society has become richer 

over the past 50 years, happiness 
has not increased. 

On this matter, Governments of 
Australia need to follow the lead 
set by the private sector. Some 
companies have begun to address 
this by taking on the concept of 
social responsibility, with efforts 
going into the area of Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR). For 
some, this may be nothing more 
than a PR campaign, but for others 
it is an acknowledgement that at 
the same time as pursuing profits, 
they also have to consider the social 
ramifications of their business. 
Hence, more and more businesses 
are gaining the awareness that they 
have both a social responsibility 
and an environmental responsibility, 
which satisfies the themes of the 
triple bottom line.  

It will become increasingly 
u n a c c e p t a b l e  t o  j u d g e  a 
Government ’s  per formance 
through economic impacts alone. 
The environmental impacts are 
in their rightful place and now 
we need the social impacts to be 

considered to complete the triple 
bottom line. If it is not the phrase 
Gross National Happiness that 
best encapsulates the concept of 
measuring social outcomes, then 
it would serve us well to find 
and agree upon another one. The 
Australia Institute has described its 
Genuine Progress Indicator, while 
the Social Policy Research Centre 
at the University of New South 
Wales is currently working on new 
indicators of disadvantage. Although 

difficult to capture, we need a 
higher order measurement that 
will become easily recognisable and 
easily understood. Then, at least, 
the ongoing discussion about how 
to measure the social impact of 
government decisions can continue 
in reference to the measurement 
we need to promote. Consequently, 
as the years roll on, we can judge 
government policies and spending 
according to their impact on this 
social indicator. 

With COAG devoting over $1 
billion to national mental health, 
it seems counter-intuitive not 
to measure the social impact of 
government departments and 
policies. Moreover, there are a 
growing number of people around 
the world that see the triple bottom 
line as symbolic of a healthy society. 
The areas of social, economic and 
environmental form part of a triad 
for a healthy and productive society, 
where all three are interdependent 
and the right balance of growth in 
these areas will be advantageous 
for everyone. 

”“It will become increasingly unacceptable to judge a 
Government’s performance through economic impacts 

alone. The environmental impacts are in their rightful place 
and now we need the social impacts to be considered to 

complete the triple bottom line. 
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YAPA has taken a big step forward 
on youth work ethics, by starting a 
blog on ethical dilemmas in youth 
work, and by setting up a register of 
workers and agencies who endorse 
the code of ethics.

Blog: Ethical 
dilemma of the 

month
As the code of ethics, and ethical 

principles generally, become 
embedded more and more in 
agency policies, it is essential that 
both youth workers and youth 
agency managers (employers) 
have access to guidance on how to 
interpret ethical principles. 

This month YAPA starts providing 

some of that guidance via our 
new blog (a blog is a web-based 
discussion forum). Called Youth 
work ethics: NSW youth workers 
discuss ethical dilemmas, YAPA 
will post a new dilemma each 
month, and invite youth workers 
to respond. YAPA will moderate 
(check & edit) responses to ensure 
some level of quality, but the blog 
will not usually come up with “the 
right answer”. We will encourage 
a range of diverse responses to 
reflect the varying contexts and 
attitudes within the sector.

We will also publish each month’s 
dilemma and responses in YAPRap 
(see box “Dilemma of the month” 
right).

Register of 
workers & 
agencies

YAPA encourages youth workers 
and youth agencies in NSW to 
publicly support the Code of Ethics 
for Youth Work, by adding their 
name to our new voluntary register. 
It has 2 parts:
•	 register of individual youth 

workers
•	 register of youth agencies & 

projects.

What does it mean 
to be on the register 
of individual youth 

workers?
Unlike some other professions, 

NSW youth workers are not 
requ ired to be long to any 
professional body, or to be 
registered by a government agency. 
The Code of Ethics is not a law in 
NSW, and complying with it is up 
to you and your agency.

By adding your name to the 
register you are saying to your 
peers, employers and to young 
people that you support ethical 
practice in youth work.

Youth work 
ethics 

Background 
to the code of 

ethics
The Code of Ethics for youth 

work was originally developed 
by Dr Howard Sercombe in 
conjunction with the youth 
sector in Western Australia. 

The ACT youth sector has 
adopted this code, and YAPA 
endorsed the code a couple 
of years ago. We are working 
towards it being adopted as 
a national code of ethics for 
youth work.

You can read the code at 
www.yapa.org.au/youthwork/
ethics and click on text of the 
Code of Ethics.

Dilemma of 
the month: 8 
year old at 

youth centre
Tilly, who is 14, has started 

coming to your youth centre with 
her younger brother who is 8 
years old. He is much younger 
than all the other young people 
who attend the centre , and 
strictly speaking, he is outside 
your centre’s target age range. 
He does, however, really seem 
to enjoy the activities and some 
of the older young people like 
looking after him.

When you approach Tilly about 
it, she says her dad gets really 
drunk and aggro and yells at 
everyone, and so the kids like 
to get out of his way until late 
at night.

What would you do?
Read the responses or post 

your own response at 
ht tp : / / you thworke th i c s .
blogspot.com
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The Bureau identified 5,981 young 
offenders cautioned by police and 
1,711 young offenders dealt with 

at a Youth Justice Conference in 
1999 and tracked their subsequent 
contacts with the court system over 
the ensuing five years. 

Forty-two per cent of those 
cautioned and 58 per cent of 
those dealt with at a youth justice 
conference had a further offence 
proved against them in the Children’s 
Court over the five-year follow-up 
period. Earlier Bureau research has 
shown that 65 per cent of those 
appearing in the Children’s Court 
are convicted of a further offence 

within five years. 
Only a small proportion of 

those cautioned (5.2 per cent) 
or conferenced (10.8 per cent) 
committed an offence serious 
enough to warrant a custodial 
sentence within five years of being 
cautioned or conferenced. 

However the findings should not 
be interpreted as evidence that the 
Children’s Court is less effective in 
reducing juvenile recidivism than 
Youth Justice Conferences or Police 

cautions. 
The Young Offender’s Act 

establishes a hierarchy of responses 
to suspected juvenile offending, 
ranging in order of seriousness from 
police warnings to police cautions, 
then to referral to a youth justice 
conference and, finally, referral to 
the Children’s Court. 

Young offenders deemed by police 
to be at higher risk of re-offending 
are more likely to be sent to the 
Children’s Court. Those who are 
deemed to be lower risks are more 

likely to be dealt with via a police 
caution or referred by police to a 
youth justice conference. 

There is a strong case for further 
Government investment in early 
intervention programs, such as 
multisystemic therapy*, which is 
currently being trialled in Western 
Australia and which has been shown 
in overseas research to be effective 
in reducing juvenile re-offending.  

Effective early intervention 
programs are expensive but in the 

long run they pay for themselves 
through reduced rates of arrest and 
incarceration.

*Multisystemic therapy (MST) is 
an intensive family- and community-
based treatment that addresses 
known risk factors for offending (eg. 
poor school performance, drug use, 
association with delinquent peers). 
The usual duration of MST is four 
months.

[Media Release 3 January 2007]

Reoffending by 
young people 
cautioned or 
conferenced 

Dr Don Weatherburn, Director, 
NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research

Juveniles who receive a 
caution or a youth justice 
conference are less 
likely to re-offend than 
those who are referred 
to the Children’s Court, 
a new report by the 
NSW Bureau of Crime 
Statistics and Research 
has found. 

”“There is a strong case for further Government investment in 
early intervention programs, such as multisystemic therapy*, 
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health services for young people and 
in one move, the Howard Government 
will have undone so much of this work 
by not allowing young people to access 
these services confidentially. 

We know that young people need 
to use mental health services and 
sexual health services and they often 
do not want their parents to know 
about it for one reason or another. As 
a community, we have accepted this 
in Australia and for that purpose have 
allowed 16-18 year olds have their own 
Medicare Card. 

Yet for no apparent reason, the 
Howard Government has determined 
that this should no longer be the case – 
at least not without the direct approval 
of the Minister or the Secretary of the 
Department of Human Services to 
allow young people to get their own 
Access Card.

These bureaucratic restrictions are 
foolish and arbitrary. Anyone who has 
worked with young people knows 
how important confidentiality and 
privacy is for them. We also know that 
without the ability to access health 
care services individually, many young 
people will simply not to access health 
services at all. 

The issue of access to basic health 
care for all 16-18 year olds is just one 
of the issues this arbitrary decision will 
impact on. What about the importance 
of the Medicare Card as a proof of 
identity for young people who are 
less likely to have a drivers’ licence 
nor passport than the rest of the 
population? What about young people 
who live away from home? What about 
the impact of increased bureaucratic 
paperwork and red tape for all young 
people who received concession 
cards from Centrelink when they are 
students?

Reducing young people’s access to 
health care services is not only poor 
policy but directly contravenes the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 
to which Australia is a signatory. The 
Convention specifically states under 
Article 24 of the Convention that 
government must “ensure that no child 
is deprived of his or her right of access 
to health care services”.

At the same time as the Australian 
Government increases its commitment 
to this Convention by signing two 
optional protocols, it is proposing 
changes that directly contravene other 
sections of this Convention. 

It is clear that one of two things has 
occurred when this legislation has been 
drafted. Either the government has 
put it together in such a rushed and 
on the run manner that they haven’t 
considered the impact this will have on 
young people, or secondly, that young 
people are not important. 

Given that this government has 
defunded the national peak body for 
youth affairs, downgraded and then 
abolished the Minister for Youth Affairs, 
halved the size of the only consultation 
mechanism they have with young 
people, abolished their Indigenous 
youth consultation body and restricted 
young people’s ability to sign onto the 
electoral roll, it is difficult to suggest 
this change is for any other reason 
than this government has abandoned 
any commitment it ever had to young 
people in this country. 

The Howard Government needs 
to retract these changes and reduce 
the minimum age for Access Cards 
to 16 years of age to bring it in line 
with the current arrangements for 
Medicare Cards. Failing to do so will 
deter thousands of young people 
around the country from accessing 

basic health care services and will 
seriously undermine our commitment 
to the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. 

What’s on it?
The access card will have 

limited cardholder information 
on it:
•	the front will have the 

cardholder’s name and 
photograph

•	the back will have the 
cardholder’s signature and 
card number.

Per sona l  i n format ion 
such as address, date of 
birth, concession status and 
details of any children or 
other dependants will be 
stored in the card’s chip. 
This information will only be 
accessible by the cardholder 
and other authorised people.

If the cardholder chooses, they 
could also use the card to store 
information such as emergency 
contact details, allergies, 
health alerts, chronic illnesses, 
immunisation information or 
organ donor status.

When will I get 
one?

The access card will be 
phased in over a two year 
registration period beginning 
in 2008. From early 2010, 
people will only be able to 
obtain government health and 
social services benefits if they 
have an access card.
[Source: www.humanservices.gov.au/access]

Young people’s rights 
granted & taken away

(continued from page 1)

(continued from page 1)








